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The Idea of the Budget
IT is almost inconceivable, but nevertheless true, that this great country has
up to the present time had no means of
determining the total amount of appropriations authorized until the adjournment of Congress and until a canvass has
been made of all bills carrying appropriation provisions. A n d the comment has
frequently been made that this is very
unbusinesslike.
Alexander Hamilton recognized the

necessity for better business methods when
he advocated a budget which would embrace provision for the collective financial
needs of the government and offer an
opportunity for the consideration of means
with which to provide for the expenditures
to meet such needs.
M a n y other financiers of astuteness
since Alexander Hamilton's time have
recognized the same need. Government
officials and members of Congress here

64

HASKINS

and there have admitted the importance
and necessity of some such measure. But
apparently because the chief executive
and Congress could never agree as to which
should have the prerogative in preparing
a budget, nothing has until recently been
done.
The controversy has centered around
the question of whether it should be a
legislative or an executive budget. A
legislative budget is one prepared and
passed by the legislative body. A n executive budget is one prepared by the chief
executive and submitted to the legislative
body.
The obstacle of prerogative has of late
been overcome in some mysterious manner
and legislation was recently enacted which
provides for an executive budget. Such
legislation took the form of Senate Bill
N o . 1084 and was approved by the President June 9, 1921. This is substantially
the same provision which was vetoed by
former President Wilson on the ground of
some technicality.
Stripped of its involved construction,
the bill provides that the President shall
transmit to Congress on the first day of
each regular session an estimate of expenditures and appropriations for the support
of the government for the ensuing year.
This is to be accompanied by statements
showing the receipts and expenditures for
the last completed year, the current year,
unexpended appropriations, condition of
the treasury, estimated receipts, under
existing and proposed laws, for the coming
year, bonded and other indebtedness, etc;
in short, such information as will enable
Congress to pass intelligently on the proposed expenditures. The President is also
required to make recommendations as to
new taxes, loans, etc., if occasion requires.
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T o enable the chief executive to carry
out his function as author of the budget,
the bill provides for a bureau of the budget
to be located in the Treasury Department
with a director and assistant to be appointed by and to work under the direction
of the President. Needless to say, the compilation of a budget for the federal government is a prodigious task and, if efficiently
carried out, will require constant attention
and consideration throughout the year.
There is also to be created a general
accounting office under the direction of
a comptroller general who, with the assistant comptroller general, is to be appointed
by the President, with the approval of the
Senate, for a period of fifteen years. These
officials may be removed only by a joint
resolution of Congress after a hearing and
for certain causes, such as malfeasance in
office, etc.
The function of the comptroller general
is to prescribe forms, systems and procedure for administrative appropriation
and accounting; to audit the accounts of
all fiscal officers; and to make recommendations for legislation to improve and
facilitate the settlement of accounts,
correct wasteful practices, and prevent
the creation of deficiencies in appropriations.
The idea of the budget with the machinery necessary to put it in operation and
make it effective by means of proper
audit is a good one. It is a businesslike
device for establishing control over the
financial operations of the federal government. It should mean the end of the
federal "pork barrel" and make for efficiency and economy. It should reduce
the financial burden which now weighs
down
and
discourages
the
federal
taxpayer.
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